DOCDHSHT SESOME 



EA 009 ttUO 

Hu^iter, Madeliire 

Counter Irritants to Teaching, 

27 Feb 77 

JOp*; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
Aiaarican Association of School Administrators (1G9th^ 
L^^ Vegas, Nevada, February 25-28, 1977); Not 
available in hard copy due to marginal legibility of 
original document 

MP--$0,83 Plus Postage. HC Not Available from EDRS. 
filamentary Secondary Education; *Health; 
♦Psychological Patterns; *Recreational Activities; 
♦S-tress Variables; Teacher Morale; *Teachers; Teacher 
Welfare 



Ait: traffic control, surgery, and teaching are 
probaDly three of the most potentially stressful occupations in the 
world. Stress can j^e benign and growth- producing or malignant and 
destructive, depending on three primary factors: 1) the possession of 
coping behaviors which are effective and for which there is feedback 
as to the degree of their effectiveness, 2) the predictability of the 
stressful situatio^i, and 3) the duration or repetition of the 
stressful circumstances. There are two categories of stress escape 
devices that serve as effective "counter irritants" to teaching • One 
group of counter itrritants consists of activities that make demands 
or stimulate creative endeavor in a completely different field. A 
second group of counter irritants consists of activities that require 
only participation^ An effective prescription for a balanced program 
of counter irritants to teaching should include systematic 
explora.tion of both demanding and relaxing activities in physical, 
social, intellectual* and emotional areas. (Authcr/JG) 
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Counter Irritants to Teaching 



Air traffic cmti-ol. surgery- and teaching are probably three of the most 
potentially stressfx:! occupations in the world. In tf:ese occupations, peoole are 
responsible for functioning in learned r^tterns of decison maki^ based on the 
accumulation of years of research, yet must possess the -'on their feet" high 
speed thinkhig and decision making skills which modify established patterns in 
order to successfully accommodate unexpected situations triggered by the 
variance of humans and the caprice of nature. 

Because of the impact of such stress on human body systems, most people 
do not plan to engage in air traffic control as a lifelong occupation. Surgeons 
ai^d teachers do n.ake s,,ch a commitment. Surgeons may argue. "Yes. l..t you 
teachers do not have life and death in your hands. " To which teachers appropriately 
respond. "True, but when you are working with one patient, at that mon.ent (s)i)e 
is your only responsibility. You aren't also responsible for oti.cr j^tients to see 

that they axe workinfr dilia^nfUr ^/^ ^i. , , . . , . 

^ J uic-u. neaiui. And you don t have to 

keep yotir eye m some patients that are apt to disorganize the sheets or pc«r out 
their medicine. We are responsible for tl.e learn^:g and tel^vior of everyone in 
Lhe class at the same time. 
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In addition, teaching pi-esents a 5-6 hour daily fare of potential stress. 
The same students are not the same depending.on what has Just happened or is 
about to happen lo them. (Hallaveen carnivals, someone taking their best friend); 
whether the barometer is rising or dropping (teachers can predict rain from the 
Increase In wiggle, shuffle and no'se); who needs what (and they all seem to need 
Che teacher) plus the juxtaposition of the stars (which seems to be the only way 
to explain some days). 

Qq top of all this, teachers must liandle tlie d£,ily feeling that one false 
move on their part, one careless remark, one inadvertent blunder and the resiilt 
will be instant chaos. It's aiTiazing that witii all tliis stress, teachers retain 
their saniDr, to say nothing of their sense of humcr, their commitment to students 
and their downrighi artistry in performance. 

Particular events cannot be labeled as universally stressful because 
peoples' feelings and reactions differ. What is stressful for one ;.erson could be 
stimulating to another. "Emotional allergies" of diiicrent people can trigger 
their stress and produce a reaction in a -/ulneral^le body spot. Also the social 
and emotional context are as important as the physical pro;x3rties of the scressor 
(a shove from the aj presslvc shopi^^r vs. a shove from an affectionate friend). 

Stress can be benig-n and grwtli prcxiuclng or nialigiu'.nt and destructive to 
Che body systems. " Handled well, stress bjilds sti-cngtli and competence for 
the next encounter, tlierel^y contributing to a valid and positive self-conrept. 



^CoUalKiration on the research related to theViTccrs "of "stress wa7: ' 'Tid^b^ 
Dr. John Yarbrough, M. D. and Dr. Elsie Yarbro-jgii, M. D. ' 
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This growtli occurs when an Indivldiial confronts a sltnxatlon that Is difficult 
enough to challenge him/'^her to develop new ways to soh"^ the problem. The 
next time those ccndltlons are encountered* the Individual experiences less stress 
and learns the sohiticn better until finally those conditions can be anticipated witli 
little car no stress. The coping behaviors that are. developed transfer to other 
similar situations so those situations also become less stressful. Thus a brief 
successful enccuntef with stress strenj^iens general resistance to stress and 
subsequent capacity to deal v.rifh similar pressure without a stress reaction. 

Physical symptoms of benign stress are faster breathing, occasional ln*som- 
iiia> 'Svashing machine stonoach, " sweaty i^alms, a tense neck, all of which are 
temporary. 

In contrast, the bocty's resptxses to malignant stress are difficulty In 
breathing, chronic insomnia, urinary and bcnvel abnormalities, nausea, ulcers, 
personality change, dey-rcGSion, addiction to dnigs and alcohol, all of which are . 
of long duration, have a cumulative effr^ct and are doj^tructhv'c to the body's 
systems. 

Whether stress exerts a benign ov malignant effect on a person is dejx^ndent 
on three prinmry factors: 

1. The pos session of coi"jing behaviors which arc cJTcctiv:: and v/hlcli 
there Is feedback as to the degree of their effectiveness^ 

A teacher is not In control o? a student's home background or I.Q. but can 
determine his/her o\to tcacliin^ behavior, llicrefcre, v/hen the teacher possesses 
a repertoire of effective teaching skills and toowo cause-effect relationships 
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between teaching behavloi and a jmrtlcular student's learning, it makes the 
difference between having some control over the stressor and feeling helpless. 
Consequently, the most effective stress prevention measm-e is excellent pre- 
service training followed by continuing professia^al development of a quality which 
constantly eiihances t^ofessional comr^etence and enables teachers to plan skill- 
fully and to make increasingly sophisticated on-tlie-spot educational decisions. 
Unforumacely, this very same factor of inservlce can be one of tlie most pro- 
vcking sources of stress when tliat inse-/ice adds hours of time to teachers' 
already overscheduled day and i)roduces increased frustration because what is 
"preached" is c!ie latest fad (which doesn't work) or some metliod conceived by a 
dicorist. romanticist or dj-eamer who never know or lias long forgotten wliat 
"kiaa are really like." 

^' l]l^.lT'^^i9t^.^iLity of tlie stressful situation. 

Kno-.ving "what is coming ' enables die teacher to summon the i-rofcssional 
skills and rcsojrces available and be ready to co^^ widi stress, hiaving a ' 
situation unexjoectedly blow up" docs not give diat opportunity. Correct 
anticipation of "wliat could happen" is not the result of divine revelation but comes 
frum learning cause-effect relationshii^ in education as well as bccombig sensitive 
to tiie si^piificance of "sij^luig clues ' fxom i-axticular students or situations. 

■ — ' - ^ .^.ow.,x r^^ya wiiac It s gomg to be like cn the afternoon of 
the llalio^veen Carnival and preiar-es calming activities. Tlie first year teacher 
widiout tliat predicmbility goes home witJi a migraine. 
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3. Tliejiuration _or repetition of ^thejrtrcssful cljpqun^^^ 

Surprisingly* tJic intensity of a stressful situation except in unusual 
circumstances, docs not contrilxite as much to its liarmful im;-xict as docs its 
duration or frequency. While tiic physical rcciction to stress is felt immcjdiately 
results from re, etition of that stress can become cumulative. ("There conies 
that ij-.tli^'r ar^ain. ") llic ability to "tairn it off" and thereby terminate the strcr.s 
f .r a short : CTicxl can change tlie degree of nmligiiant ; otential. 

Tiicre arc Wj catcgvr.es of "turn off" r>r stress csca^^c devices tliat 
can redirect a teacher s energy, reduce sa*ess and restore oquilibriuin: c.:u:iter 
irritants to toachin^^. ' rh'^sc ccuntcr irr^tancs serve two du'fcrent but 
cum/lonicutary ,.vi' . oscs. 

One grou;"; of couutc-r Irritants consists of activities wliich niako djnumds 
or stimulate creative endeavor .n a cum. letely diffurcut f eid, 'Hie result is a 
deliberately conceived ;rocci3S or ..roduct (ait dance, music bridge coil'ictions 
gardening etc. ) which \s measured by some cr^corion ("i did duit v/cll diis 
r;.;^e Is not so good and ucraand eff jrt to tlic dv:; ree tliat a teaclicr camiut en{\af,^e 
In tl'iC activity and coaLini e to think ab Ait tcachii^;. Jkiils diiiorent from tivjse 
rcxiuired by teaching are caT'Od into' lay, so there is cujn.letc res.-ite (csca;c) 
from tlie strain of teaching because energy and attention must be divfxted to 
sometlilng else. In addition, there is the bonus of ; sychic re-crcaticn as nc^v 
areas of endeavor arc cx lorcd and enjrjycd. 

A second grou,: of couritcr Irritants consists of activities which require 
only v-Qrticl[:ation, These are incntal chewing ginn 'activities v/hicli axe non- 
denmndlng, soothing or sedatir^^iy reixlitious, and can Ix) done v,^idiout any 
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"push'' by the teacher. Engaged In for the pleasure and relaxation yielded by the 
activity not for the purpose of accomplishment, they drain off tensicai as do the 
Oriental jade pocket pieces or Greek worry beads. Physical activities, arts 
and crafts, neecUe work, ^rdening or reading 'Vhodunits" can function in this 
caixicity or those same activities ctn demand Intense focus depending ai hovv one 
engages in them. If the purpose is to supply the balm of relaration without 
strain and often with repetitiveness, those activities can drain off fatigue and 
tension and encourage relaxation. K the purpose is to stimulate and re-create 
througli recreation, those same activities can redii-ect purposeful energy, which, 
because of the change of focus, refresh the teacher. 

For a well balanced program of counter irritants to your o^vn Immersion 
and absorjition in teaching, consider some activities in each of the follo^vlng 
categories. These categories are not mutually exclusive as the same activity can 
be engaged in with differing purposes. 

A. Pliysical Counter Irritants 

\Yliile teaching is physically draining, it usually taxes neither breatiiing 
nor muscles. Consequently, teaching leaves one fatigued, but not "stretched 
out." Swimming, tennis, dancing, gymnastics, jogging, brisk walldng, calis- 
thenics or any rigorous movement of one*s choice is therapeutic, for these 
activities add stress in a different dimension by "reving" up breatiiing, heartbeat, 
muscle tone and leave the teacher v/itli a feeling of pleasant relaxed tiredness 
ratlier than the tense exhaustion and "drained feeling' 'v^hich usually are the 
residue from a day of teaching. 



A teacher can en^^ge in demanding physical activities: "Can I swim In 
better form, jog fartJior, run faster, do more pushups, learn new dance steps, 
learn to ride a unicycle, etc. ?" A teacher can engage in those very same 
activities with the objective being relaxation: paddle around in a pool, jog, do 
some pushups, or dance just for f\m. 

B. Emotional and Social Counter Irritants 

Emotional and social demand is concerned witii, "Can I do it? Can I bring 
it off?" For stimulation, the teacher exposes him/herself to areas where tiiere 

is some risk, '"Will I noakc it with ^?" The blank can be a person or 

an activity. New tasks, books, T. V. and social groups which generate a strong 
reaction belong in this category. 

Emotional and social respite from stress occura w^hen one does the same 
thing over and over; a repetitive operation which because of lack of demand acts 
as an emotional massage (and teachers need onel). The very same activities, 
snvimming, rumiing, pushups, can serve tliis lAirpose as can needlepoint, 
gardening, macrainc, light reading, T. V, , etc. 

Relaxing with friends can be one of the :;ioGt healing social cxp'cricnces 
and acts as a balm to wounds from su*ess and frustration. (V/e aight to list it 
as a .iiiracle on: • ) But beware of continually talking about sciiool problems 
rather tiian tlie refi ^shiueuL of a chojige of focus. 

A stimulating, taxiing, but rcwarduig social coimtcr irritant is tJie delib- 
erate scelang of new contacts, friends witli diifereut uitcrests (educators tend to 
Ix^come inbred), new chi])o lU' classes. Teaching can becorae an addiction where 
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the remedy is a group of people who know little or uotliUig about teaching and 
will not tolerate perseveration on educational problems. Seeing the world throur' 
other people's nonteaching eyes can provide tlic perspective that Is needed as well 
as higlalighting the invar lance of prdblems in all professions. Tlie "relief is ^ 
similar to tlmt of parents who get together and dlscovex:,"It isn*t me - it's the 
nature of kids. " 

C. Intellectual Couiitcr Irritants ■ 

Learning about somctiimg new, in an area of one's interest, with no 
accountability (reading about Greece, Eslamos,. history, orchids) or just reading 
to pass tLme can provide a respite fi'Oiu the stress of classroom reality as well 
as an opportunity to move, vicariously and safely, into a different world. 

On tlie other Imnd, learning about somctlaing new, v/ixh expectations for 
oneself co: accountability to otiiers, can be stimulating and er/en stress provoldng, 
but acts as a counter irritant to tlie daily demands of teaching. Used judiciously, 
the feeling tliat one is growing and developing intellectually can be a very ful- 
fulllng experience which yields rich dividends In cducaticziah emotlcffml and 
social areas. Meeting an exacting but reasonable and attahiable intellectual 
demand, builds one's seLf-conccpt as well as develops useable kncAvledge and 
skills. 

An effective prescription for a balanced program of countcji- irritants to 
teaching which would guard against the "burn out" that occurs wlien people 
cxixjrience continuing stress should include systematic exploration of botli 
denmnding and relaxing activities in physical, social, intellectual and emotiCHuil 



areas. From sampltag act^, ax,«rlance and paniclpotlcn, the teacher should 
select at least cne stimulating a.d a,e relaxing activity for weeMy pursuit, n« 
Ju« ,or ^mmer vacatlc. Center Irritants l>est serve thelx te,ctlcn .hlle 
teachers are toaching. 

We have Icng aclc„»,lodged the variance In student learning needs. ,fs 
ab»t time school districts accomm<xlated the'varlanco In the needs o, teachers 
Which enable them to do an artistic a^d professional Job la the classroom, -n^is 
need can he partially „,et hy a pr^am for cc^tlnulng Indlvldnallzod professional 
grcvth Which provides constantly accelerating, coping and predictive s,:l.ls that 
win increase satlsfactlc and reduce stress Ln fulfilling the dally den^ds In 
teaching. This professional gxavth prog^an, for teachers should be a part of 
the contract assl^^ment, not tac,ed to the end of an e.hausth,g day, therebv 
adding tether stress .hlch depletes the energies of overextended teachers. 

In terms of center Irritants to teaching, h™e..er, the prescr„«ons for 
teachers n.ust be their .vn, and will vary greatly according to the sltuatl™ 
and lndlv.d.1. Teachers n.ust assess *elr „vn needs In terms of nonteachlng 
activities. A balance i.uvecn st.nulatlon fro n .,vigorath,g den.ands of c^c's 
self and relaxation fron, pleasurable n^demandlng activities will n.alntam 
a resilient and creative profossionaL 
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